Spatial aberration vs. geographical substance: representing place in public health surveillance.
Public health surveillance involves the routine and ongoing collection, analysis and dissemination of health information for a variety of stakeholders-including both public health officials and the public. Much of the current focus of public health surveillance is on detecting aberrations in space-largely inspired by concerns about bioterrorism and newly emerging infectious diseases. We argue that the current focus on spatial aberrations has limited the development of public health surveillance by excluding a more explicit geographical understanding and representation of place. A more place-focused public health surveillance could represent geography in ways that are useful to a broader audience, provide information on the social and physical contexts related to health, facilitate a better understanding of health inequalities, and can benefit from local knowledge. Geographers can make important contributions to public health practice by contributing to more meaningful definitions of place in the design and operation of public health surveillance systems.